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ABSTRACT 

This is a quarterly report of a projeGt involving the 
analysis of the language of four Puerto Bican children living in the 
Boston area «ho are learning Spanish as a first language. The 
children^ all maler ranged in age froa 17 months to 37 months during 
the period of study. All had some contact with English, The data were 
transcriptions of spcntaneous conversation between the researcher and 
each child. The analysis was of: (1) the order of acguisition of 
Spanish verb forms^ and (2) tlie influence on the acguisition of the 
child* s repetitions of verbs spoken previously in conversation by the 
adult. Errors in the children's verb my^tms were similar* for all^ 
the form used in more inappropriate ccntBZtm was the third person 
singular. It seems that this is the basic form* Two assumptions were 
nade about the nature of repetitions: (1) the child determines what 
li/he will repeats and (2) the adult's niodel is not appropriate or 
inappropriate by itself^ rather its appropriateness depends on the 
subiect the child uses in his/her subseguent utterance^ which is 
determined by the child. The same questions will be addressed in a 
subsequent study in Puerto Hico* (AMHl 



1^ 3fe ^ ifc lie i|E 3^ ^ i4i sfi 3^ i|i ^ 1^ 1^ ^ ^ iff 3^ 

^ Heproductions supplied by SDBS are the best thi^t can be made * 
^ from the original document. ^ 

* 3$t 3fl ^ 1^ if£ 3fi 3$S iji 3fs 35s * j| ij! lie 35^ 
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1. 



Introduetion 



In our original proposal si^mitted in the spring of 1979, we proposed to 
analyse the aequisition of the Spanish verbs system by 4 Puerto Mean children 
living in the B^sston area and learning Spanish as a first languatje* Wien by the 
time we raoeived word from MIE that the project would be funded, Ms, Belendez'a 
plmB changed - as detailed on our letter of tecember 17, 1979, and she returned 
to Puerto Moo to do the itudy there where the children will be free from 
"contamination by the Engliih-speaklng environment in the U. S. 

In the first three months of the funded project - Janua^-March , 19S0 - 
two activities went on simultaneously in Puerto Rico, C^e was the analysis of 
the language of the 4 Boston ahildren who had been taped in 1979 i second was the 
establishment of the .tiaw ^project in Puerto Pdco and the beginning of taping of 
5 children there. The first task is now completed (BelendeE, 1980), and this 



quarterly report is a sunnnary of those results* A fnll report on the second/will 
constitute the seaond progress report in 'Tune, 



the Spanish Verb System 
(from Belendez^ 1980) 
We studied the language development of 4 Puerto Rioan boys living in Boston i 
Pafael, Felix, Carlos and Med. They ranged in age from 17 to 37 months during the 
period of study, which ertended for 3 to 20 months ^ 



task 



Repetitions and the Agquisition of 



Rafael ? 



19 



22 months old 



Carlos t 24 



31 months old 



Felix I 26 



29 months old 



Amed : 



"nonths old 



3 



2. 

Felix differed from the other in various respeets. Rafael, Carlos and 

toed were bom in Puerto Pico and they ware living in Boston as their parents had 
Gome to continue graduate studies , Felix was the only child j^rn in Boston and 
whose parents lived "perm^ently" in Boston* The educational level of welisc's 
parents was lower than that of the other children 'si his parents had not completefl 
high school, Felix's parents had limited knowledge of aiglishi the others* were 
English-Spanish bilinguals, helix's oarents lived in a Puerto Pican community of 
Boston J the others' lived in university housing in Cambridge, 

Fafael was an only child, Felix ^ Carlos and Med had older siblings who 
attended elemental public snhooli Felix had a sister, Tmm6 had a brother and a 
sister and Carlos had a brother. For all of them^ the predominant language snoken 
in the home was Spanish, For Felix, Carlos and ^'tiRd, their older siblings had either 
learned English at school or were in the process of doing so during the oerind In 
which the children were being taped, "^us , even though Felix, Carlos and toed*s 
ei^osure to English was primarily through television ^ they wer^ ^Iso exposed through 
their siblings ^ as they were sometimes "taught" he ^ to say words or phrases in 
English by their siblings , 

Rafael attended an Inglish-speaking day care center during the day, Felix and 
Mied (during the first period) stayed home with their parents, grmdmother and 
siblings during the day, Carlos md toied (during the second period) were with a 
play group of Spmish-speaking children during the mornings, 

^e data used were transcriptions of spontaneous conversations between the 
researcher, Pilar Belendez, and each child. These conversations were recorded at 
2-4 week intervals. They were mostly unstructured and focused simply on the child's 
Interests at the time* 

M prcffld.sed in the pTopt nl , we Tysed (1) the order of ncqiv^ ":ition of 
Spanish verb forms by f /id (2) the infi lence ition of the 

child's repetitions of verbs spoken previously in the convt^. .ciOi > the adult* 
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3. 

RG€;uisitiQn of Verb gtorms 

Ml child uttarances with perssnal verb forms (inflected for parson, tense, 
aspeet mood) were iiOlated and analyzed, Thm aialysis performed on the verbs 
was based on the ^rcentage of times an inflection was used when required (aeauraey 
indaK) * The requirement for an inf leetion was determined by taking into consider-- 
ation linguiitic md non-linguistic eonterts* For example, when Rafael said 
yo lo llama , the required form was the first singular present since the explicit 
subject was ^ CD f b^t the third singular was used "inappropriately" instead. 
Ml personal verb forms were classified into "appropriately" and "inaporopriately " 
inflected, and the accuracy index for each form, in each tape, was calculated. 
Since whenever a form was not used as required, another fom was used "inappro- 
priately these "errors" were further analyzed. 

Following Camden (1968) , a verb fom was considered as ac^ired when it was used 
in 90% of the contexts in which it is clearly required. 

Chart IV (from BelendeE, 198D p. 166 A) , reproduced on the next page, shows the 
order of acquisition of verb forms in all 4 children. The order is similar for the 
4 children. Average orders of acquisition were caleulated by averaging the ranks of 
the forms acquired fcr all the children and ^ordering them accordingly. This 
yielded 3 different wmik orders i one for all the children (considering the forms 
present in tofael) ; one for Felix, torlos and Med| ^d one for Carlos and ^ed, 
diart V (Balende^, 19B6 ? P* 169 A) gives these average rank orders. 

As esqpected by the similarities; observed in their verb systems, the childrens' 
"errors** are similar as well. For all the children, the form used in more 
"inappropriate" contexts was the thi?"d singular present. It was used instead of the 
first singular and third plural present forms and of the imperative. For Carlos 
and Amed, whose systems were the most complex, it was also used instead of other 
tenses and persona, Hie fact that the "inappropriate" use of the third singular 
present occurs in every child taped, and that the forms instead of which it was 
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Age Mti 



i9 



20 

2] Third singular preiint (Vlj. 

n 



18 

29 First plural perlphnstic 
30 

31 

n 

33 



Third singular piriphrastie 

future (Xlii) 
Third lingular pfftertt 

Third sinplaf imperfect 
indleatfve [HKlj 



CHW IV ORDER OF ACOUISITION OF YERi FORKS IN ALL CHILDREN 
RAFAEL FELII 



S^sBSSBBS^^sBSffiSBBSa HB#B 



Third lingylir prilint (I) 
third ilnguhr ppiteHt (Ij 



Third ilngulir priiint (I) 
Third ilngulir' pfitirit [1] 
Flm plural preifint (II) 

Impirative (111) 



BbHSBiPIIP pBBBHBB<>S 



pApfleBBBBBBIInBBBBBjiBBBBfi^BB 



B.BBB.BBB#>BBB 



First sinjfllar imparfiet 

tndtcatlvi [UW] 
First plural present (Xiilll) 
Second singular preterit' 

■ [mn] 

o 



SHBSBaBB^ffn^'S^BBBBBBBBBBBBpBBff 



CARLOS 



Third singular pfeiint (I) 



Third singular preterit (I¥) 
First plural piriphrastic 
future (I¥) 

Third lingular peflphrastic 

future (y) 
Third ilngulir subjunctivi 

prisent (UK 
First plural preient (¥1) 
third singular irperfiet 

Second singular preterit (VII) 
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CHART V - AVERAGE RANK ORDER OF ACQUISITION OF FORMS IN ALL CHILDREN 



RAFAEL.FELIX, CARLOS, AHED 
(A) 



FELiy,, CARLOS, AHED 
(B) 



1, Third singular priient 1. Third singular present 

2, Third singular preterit 2. Third singular preterit 

3. First plural present 



CARLOS, AHED 
(C) 

1, Third singular present 

2, Third singular preterit 

3. Third singular piriphEiitie Mure 

4. First singular periphrastic 



5. Third singuliir iniperfect 

indicative 

6, First plural present 



7, Second singular preterit 



8 



used are similar, strongly indicates that this is the *'basic'* fo«n of the ehild's 
system and that other foms stent from it. M this is the least marked form in the 
present tense, this is to be expected, As the third singular per^son was also used 
•■inappropriately" in other tenses in which it was not the least marked form, the 
explanation for the pervasiveness of the use of the third singular present form is 
prob^ly due to an interaction of linguistic cop^lexity, frequeney of usage and 
other reasons , one of which is discussed below* 

The most pery'asive type of "ferroj?" was the "inappropriate" use of the third 
singular person instead of the first singular person. This "error" is related to 
the linguistic corc^leKity oi: the forms {evident in the present tense) and also to 
the change in the way the child referred to himself, There is evidence in the tapes 
that the children change from referring to ther^%lves by objective "el nene" 
/the hoy/ , "el babe" /the baby/, the child's nmrn - to the st^jective "yo" /I/, anc 
that this change was not immediately followed by the oh Lrom the third singular 

to the ^Lrst singular verb forms, Thus^ in all tiie tenses and in many specific 
verbs f we get examples of the construction I + third singular foms-, M it 
occui'J in all tenses^ It seems to indicate rhat it is related to the child's in- 
creasing awareness of hiiiBelf as a subject. It may also be related to the way In 
which the parents talk to small children ^ but we did not have data on parent speech 
in this study, 

TtiB Influence of Rep et itions 

Following Bloom at al^ (1974) ^ a child's use of a verb form was considered a 
repetition 4f same form of that verb was available as a inodel within the preceding 
5 uttermces . Once a verb form was classified as a repetition^ it was categoriiged 
into I (A) the adult used a form "appropriate" for the utterance the child sub- 
sequently produced and the child repeated Itf (B) the child repeated^ "inappro- 
priately" tor his om% utterance^ a form used by the adulti (C) the adult used a 
fOOT "appropriate" for the utterance ths child subsequently produced but thm child 
did not ripeat lt| (D) the dilld used a form different from the adult's but 
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"appropriate" for her/his own xitterance,- and (E) the child used a form different 



from the adult's "inappropriate" for her/his own utterance, but the aflult's v?as also 

(from lelendez, 1080, p. 36 A> on the next page 
"inappropriate". Qiart l/411ustrates these posaibillties . 



ki example of each type of repetition follows: (f^am Balandez, 1980 pp 



In this exan^le Rafael rspeatad the verb form used by thf: adult. 
As he kept the subject, the modei was ''appropriate" for his subsequent 
utterance, and his imitatiiig it proAiced an "appropriately" inflected 



(10) Repetitions will be identified throughout the tfext by the small 
letter (r) and the capital letter of the type of repetition. 

(11) Excerpts of the traiscriptions included in tiie text lare identified 
by tape and utterance nimber. The initifals used to identify the speaker; 
are: For RAFAEL - R-Rafael, niR-his mother, fR-his father; for FELIX - 
F-Felix, mF-his mother, fR-his father, sF-his sister; for CARLOS - 

C- Carlos, mC-his mother, fC-his father, bC=his brother-, for A^ED - 
A-Amed, mA-his mother, aA- his sister. For all the tapes, P-myself. 



R: Ese el panal 
mR- Ese e£ el panal 
(rA) R: Ese ts_ el panal 



/That the diaper/ 
/That is the diaper/ 
/That is the diaper/ 
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fom* 



(rB)*F: Agago 
(12) 

CIV: 60) 



mF: La apago 



/He turned it off/ 
/(He) turned it ©£f/ 



In this example, Felix repeated the verb fom used by his mother. 
The context required ttmt he ^ange the subject , £r^" the third p^erson 
sdjigular to the illicit first person singular. Thus, the model was 
"inapprcpriate*' for his subsequent citterance. His iinitating it produced 
m "inappropriately'- inflected form* 

P: Ys iCurll hizQ papi? /Md^ iMdi did fathar make?/ 

C: All! /There/ 
(rC)*C: Hace papS /Makm father/ 

(VIl: 515) 

In this exanple, Carlos switched from the fonn I used to a differ- 
ent one. He did not dimge the subject ^ nor was there any caitextual 
evider'^.e of a necessary diange in tense, making the aciilt's model an 
"appropriate" me for hif. subsequent utterance. His .switch to a form 
in a different tense made it an ^^inappropriately" inflected me. Had 
he repeated the saii© fo™, it would have been "appropriate". 



(12) The star (*) indicates m uttermce with an "ijiappropriately" 
Inflected fom. 



Pi iQuiln sabt lo que It asti 
diciando W%, Carl a a Rafael 
Angel? 

• ■ 9 

(rD) At Yo no si 
(30CVII: 125) 



/Vflio knows what is Ms* Carla 
saying to I^ael Mgel?/ 

/ 

/I dm't know/ 



In this exanple^ fimd switdied to a verb form different frm the 
one I used. He chmged tiie subject fran the third person singular to 
the first person singular to refer to hiinself, Thus^ the repetition of 
the smne fonn used by the a&alt would have been "inappropriate*' for his 
subsequent utterance, M he switched to the first sin^lar foims the 
verb he used was "appropriately** inflected. 

P: iLo Teo? /(I) read it?/ 

(rE)*Ri Sf, lea /Yes, read/ 

(111:133) 

In^this exinple, Rafael switdied to a fonn different from tt^^ 
I used. As the context required an inperative, the model was "inappro- 
priate"* He swit^ed, Jjisteadj to a third singular subjimctive present 
forai, which was also "Inappropriately" used as an unperative* 

In the cases in whidi the sidtc^ is not made (A 5 B) , we may say 

that the diild is "isnitatlng" ^e fom used previously by the adult, 

ThiB Imitation ml|ht either have a. 'positive" or 'Negative" influence 
fl31 

in tiie accuracy • of the diild^s developing system. 



(13) Accuracy is defijied as the ptrcentage of tune the fonn Is used vflien 
contextually required. 
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When the Alld repeats the £om used by the adult without dianging 
tiie subject of tense, s/he uses m appropriately inflected foim (A). 
The interpretatiOT m neJce of this set of repetitions is that in these 
instances J the repetitiOT of the foiro used previously by the adult may 
have helped tiie developffnent of the dilld*s system, thus haviiig a 
"positive" influence on her/his developing verb system. Within these 
repetitions, the possibilities are- (1) that it provides the child 
with a foim s/he did not prevlDusly have in her/his spmtaneous system; 
(2) that it reinforces the "appropriate" use of a form s/he had used 
previously, but that had not yet been acquired in her/Tiis spontaneous 
system; and (3) that it is siiiply an artifact of the analysis, as these 
are fonns that are already present in the dilld-s system, \lhen s/he 
repeats foms that were not part of her/his spontaneous set at the tuna 
we may say that the »»positive" tofluence is clearly evident, as it has 
introduced a new foffli into her/his verb system. WTien s/he repeats fonns 
vfliose accural in the set of repetition is higher than that of her/his 
spontaneoiis foims for that particular t>^e of £om^ we My say that it 
is highly probable that this repetition had a 'positive" influence. If, 
however I the accuracy of both sets is similar, we can say that these 
repetitions are a reflection of her/his spontaneous set at the time, and 
thus does not have any influence, ITiis might also apply with specific 
verbs j but given tiie ijipossibility of gathering a coipus that deludes 
all tte lexicon that the child has at any given tm&, it is more diffi- 
cult to trace than for the type fojms, 
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12. 



Mien the child repeats the sane fom used by the adult ^ but chmges - 
the subject or tense in the utterance, s/he i^es an ''inappropriately" 
Inflected fom (B)* The Inteipretation we mke of this subset o£ repe- 
titions is that by adopting this foiin, the diild my have been misled 
into repeattag an "inappropriately*' inflected fom; thusi having a 
negative tofluence on her/his verb system* In this casei too, the child 
might or might not have the same "inappropriate" usage as m her/his 
spontaneous set. Mien the "errors" ocmr only in the set of repetitions 
because the cdiild wOTald not noimally make them spontaneoij^lyp then her/ 
his rules at the tijne could not aecoinit for them. This can oily be 
explained as a confusion caused by the model form, or the child "adop- 
ting" the form to continue the COTmmication. Uhder these circwistmces 
we can say that repetitions of this type had a 'Negative" or misleading 
influence on her/his developing verb systeni. When the "errors" are 
shared in both her/his spontaneous and repetitions sats^ we can say 
that this repetition is a reflection of her/his spontaneous system. One 
jnay, however^ also observe m increase in the relative frequency of the 
"errors" in the repetitiOTS set. T^is increMe may have been fostered 

by the available "inappropriate" inodel; tiius, even if it is a ref Inaction 

« 

of the spontanecois setj it has a 'Negative" influence m the accuracy of 
the particular form. 



We cm infer idiat the child's rules are at the instance in whidi 
the diild makes a switdi* i.e., uses a fom different frcsn the adult's 
(C,D I E). l^e diild cm make the necassai^ switch, leaduig to m 
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''appropriately" inflected form CD),.or inake the switdi^ though not the 
necessaiy one mid leadirig to "uiappropriately" inflected £otos (C S E), 
In the latter case, the adult's model could have been either an "appro- 
priate" jnodel {Q or and "inappropriate" model (E) for the child's sub- 
sequent utteraice. 'Diese instances all illustrate the active part 
played by the child an her/his language development, aS| given a verb 
form used by the adult > s/he uses mother foms, which is part of her/ 
his repertoire, to verbally camunlcate ideas. Such instances can be 
Interpreted as evidence of fim taiowledge (v^en the swlt^ is the 
necessary one-D), of the ijtpervio^ness of the Gild's system (when the 
adult's model was indeed "appropriate" -C), or as a reflection of her/hi 
spontaneous system (when the switch is to an "inappropriate" fom, but 
the adult's model was also "inappropriate" -E). 

When the child makes the "appropriate" switch (D) we can say that 
s/he has iim knowledge of the use of the foim because the model was 
"inappropriate" for her/his subsequent utterance. Despite the possi- 
bility of being misled by the "inappropriate" fonn,-as happened in B- 
the child is able to make the switdi because that fom is part of 
her/his systm and s/he already "Imows" the "appropriate" rule. We 
would e^^ect that this switdi will be to foms that are present m her/ 
his spontmeous set at the time. That is, we would not e^ect the child 
tp be able to sv/itdi to a form that had no prior "appropriate" use in 
her/his spantmeous set, 

l^en the child m^itdies to an "toapproprlat©" fonn, even though 
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the adult's model was "appropriately*' inflected for her/his subsequent 
utterance (C)^ we may say that the child's systOT is inpenrious to that 
potentially ''positive" influence, as s/he already has a "rule" to apply 
in those instmces, which does not co^cide with the adult's. 

In the final casei the child switches to an "inappropriate" fom, 
but the adult's model was "inappropriate" for her/his subsequent utter- 
fflice. Hiat is, in my case the model would not have been of any help 
to her/hm, yet s/he does switch, TTia "errors" thus produced are 
active reflections of tiie diild^s niles at the tune. Thus* it is to 
be expected that most of these "errors" will also be found m her/his 
spontaneous set, and that the switch will be from a less familiar to 
a more familiar fonn, regardless of its "appropriateness"* 

IVo assimiptlons made about the nature of the repetltlcms, as defined 
for this dissertation, are. tiiBt: (1) it is the child who detemines 
what s/he is going to repeat, although her/his level of linguistic devel- 
opment may affect v^at s/he is able to repeat, aid factors such as her/ 
his Interest in the topic affect how nwch is going to be repeated; and 

4 

(2) the adult's model is not "appropriate" or "inappropriate" by Itself 
rather its appropriateness dependes m the subject the child uses in 
her/his subsequent uttermcei which is detennined by the diild her/ 
hmself. 
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IS 

The spont^eQUi verb forms mA repeti'iiens can be eompared on two criteria i 
aecuraey - riefined as the percentaga of time the form is used when eonteKtually 
required? and aoinplexity - defined as the niffl^er of different verb formo. 

The aaeuracy indeK of the set of repetitions ^slb then eompared with the span- 
taneoui verb forms (all those not aonsidered repetitions) in mmph child's speech. 
In all 4 children, the spontaneous verb set was more accurate, 
Rafael 1 in 3 out of 4 taoes 

» 

Pelixi in 5 out of 6 tapes (p^^^^) 

Carlos 1 in 7 out of 11 tapes (p. 01) 

Pm^dt in 20 out of 29 tapes (p*01) 
(plus 7 in which the two were the same) 

A factor that needs to be considered before making any conclusion about the 
influence of repetitions on the complexity of the verb system is the relative si^e 
of the spontaneous md repetitions sets. In every instance the set of repetitions 
was smaller in terms of token verbs than the set of spontaneous verbs for each child 
Therefore, given the same conditions^ the chance for the forms to appear was greater 
far the set of spontafieous verbs than it was for the set of repetitioTis, In fact, 
in almost every tape taken individually ^ the complexity of the spontaneous set was 
greater than that of repetitions. In spite of this, for Rafael cmd torlos , the set 
of repetitions included more forms overall and the difference between the complexity 
of the spontemeoui sets and the repetititos sets in Felix and Med were not propor- 
tional to their token si^e, 

Wtf had predicted that the influence of repetitions would not be the same over 
time with initial appropri-U:s imitation of forms (A) followed by an increase in the 
"inappropriate" repetitions (B, C S t^) and finally by an increase in "appropriate" 
repetitions, and switchei (A fi D) as the system became more complex and accurate, 
Vhim entire pattern of development was evident only for Amed, The other children 
were taped initially after some "inappropriate" repLtitions were evident in their 
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16, 

systffltt. For Carlos, we were able to observe the aeednd and thi^d period i that is, 
the initial increase in "inappropriate" repetitions follofwed by an increase in 
"appropriate" onei, Felix's and Rafael's systems still had an increasing trend in 
"inappropriate" repetitions when their last tape was made. 

Because of the oomplexity of verb ^^hology in Spanish ^ in oOTitrast to 
English - it is a partieuJ.arly important focus for language acquisition research. 
We have addressed here both Imguage ^ specific questidns i^ut the order of 
acquisition csf verb iji fleet ions , and questions ^out the role of adult nif?dels and 
children's repetitionj in the acquisition process* ^e two are not \mrelated, 
because it is only with features like verbs inflected for person that the full set 
of repetition relationships is possible i that is, it is only with such features 
that a child who is continuing the same conversational topic as the adult still, 
has to construct independently the right verb ending* 

Wa will continue to address both sets of questions in our new work in 
Puerto Rico* 
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